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C
lumps of dandelions have popped up 
in your yard, so you reach for a bot-
tle of Roundup, the popular weed 

killer. It is known for being very effective, 
but its main ingredient, glyphosate, is get-
ting a lot of attention because of lawsuits 
alleging links to cancer.

Last week, a federal jury ordered Mon-
santo, the maker of Roundup, to pay $80 
million to a 70-year-old man with cancer 
who had used it for three decades on his 56 
acres in Sonoma County, Calif. The jury 
found that Roundup was a “substantial fac-
tor” in his illness.

Bayer AG, which bought Monsanto last 
year, said it would appeal the decision.

Last year, a California superior court 
jury in San Francisco reached a simi-
lar verdict against Monsanto in favor of a 
groundskeeper with the same disease — 
non-Hodgkin lymphoma, a potentially fatal 
cancer of the immune system. Monsanto 
also appealed that decision.

Glyphosate is by far the most widely 
used herbicide in the United States, and 
probably worldwide. It is used on nearly 
every acre of corn, cotton and soybeans 
grown in the U.S. You may have sprayed it 
on your lawn or garden.

But many jurisdictions, in more than 
two dozen countries, have banned or 
restricted its use. Among the latest: Los 
Angeles County announced last month that 
it was suspending use of glyphosate on 
county property until more is known about 
its health effects.

Bayer says on its website that the weed 
killer has been thoroughly tested, and “an 
extensive body of research” shows that 
products containing it “can be used safely 
and that glyphosate is not carcinogenic.”

Cynthia Curl, an environmental health 
scientist at Boise State University in Idaho 
who studies the chemical, said, “many 
assumptions have been made about the 
safety of glyphosate that are now being 
actively questioned. We will see an explo-
sion of information about glyphosate, 
and it’s about time. We’re really playing 

catch-up on this one.”
Let’s try to provide a few answers:
Q: What is glyphosate, and what is it 

used for? 
First sold commercially by Monsanto in 

1974 under the name Roundup, glyphosate 
kills weeds by blocking enzymes that regu-
late plant growth.

Over the four decades after its launch, 
use of Roundup increased a hundredfold. 
Monsanto genetically engineered crops 
to tolerate glyphosate in 1996, and these 
“Roundup Ready” seeds paved the way for 
the weed killer to be used on farm fields 
around the world.

Q: Roundup isn’t the only weed killer 
with glyphosate, right?

Right. Over 750 glyphosate-contain-
ing products are sold in the United States, 
either in solid or liquid form. In addition 
to Roundup, common ones include Ortho 
GroundClear, DowDuPont’s Rodeo, Com-
pare-N-Save Concentrate Grass and Weed 
Killer, RM43 Total Vegetation Control and 
Ranger Pro Herbicide, also made by Mon-
santo. If you don’t know whether a weed 
killer contains glyphosate, read the label. It 
would be listed under active ingredients.

Q: How extensive is human exposure 
to glyphosate?

Because of its widespread use, glypho-
sate is in water, food and dust, so it’s likely 
almost everyone has been exposed. And 
human exposure, through food and water, 
will probably increase in tandem with 
growing use of the weed killer, accord-
ing to a 2016 study published in the journal 
Environmental Sciences Europe.

But little is known about the magnitude 
of human exposure, because food and water 
are not regularly tested for glyphosate resi-
due. However, a few years ago, researchers 
tested the urine of a small group of people 
across the United States and found glypho-
sate residue in 93% of them.

Curl said she is launching a project that 
will compare the exposure of pregnant 
women who live in farm areas and non-
farm areas, then introduce organic diets to 

try to tease out how much of the glyphosate 
comes from food.

Q: What do we really know about the 
human health risks of glyphosate?

For decades, it was thought that glypho-
sate posed a risk only to plants, not people. 
That’s because it inhibits an enzyme that 
humans don’t even have.

Its possible link to cancer has prompted 
a blizzard of claims and counterclaims 
over the past several years, and major pub-
lic health agencies disagree about it. The 
World Health Organization’s International 
Agency for Research on Cancer has called 
glyphosate a “probable human carcinogen,” 
and in 2017, the state of California added it 
to its list of cancer-causing chemicals.

The Environmental Protection Agency, 
however, decided in late 2017 that glypho-
sate was “not likely” to cause cancer in 
humans.

But evidence is mounting that peo-
ple who are heavily exposed to it — farm-
workers and landscapers, for example — 
have an increased risk of non-Hodgkin 
lymphoma.

A review led by University of Washing-
ton scientists published in February found 
that agricultural workers who used a lot of 
glyphosate had a 41% higher risk of con-
tracting non-Hodgkin lymphoma over their 
lifetimes than people who used it infre-
quently or not at all.

On average, about 2 out of every 100 
Americans develop non-Hodgkin lym-
phoma. For people who are highly exposed 
to glyphosate, the disease rate jumps to 2.8 
per 100. That means they still have a rela-
tively small chance of contracting the dis-
ease, but their risk is substantially higher 
because of glyphosate use.

Monsanto has submitted more than 800 
studies to the EPA and European regula-
tory agencies suggesting that glyphosate is 
safe, according to Bayer.

Q: What about the risks to the rest of 
us, who only occasionally use glyphosate 
— and only on a small scale?

No one knows.

“The data is really starting to suggest 
that there is a correlation between high gly-
phosate exposure and non-Hodgkin lym-
phoma,” said Curl. “But we have a lot of 
unanswered questions about the rest of us. 
We don’t know what that means for peo-
ple who don’t have high exposures, and we 
don’t know what it means with a chemical 
that is so widely used.”

Q: Should people still use glyphosate 
at home, or are there safer substitutes?

All chemical pesticides are toxic. Some 
gardeners have limited success using vine-
gar or homemade remedies.

The best non-toxic solution for kill-
ing weeds is good old elbow grease: Get a 
trowel and dig them out.

“From a personal perspective, I prefer 
to use caution and avoid pesticides in my 
own garden,” said Rachel Shaffer, a Ph.D. 
student at the University of Washington’s 
School of Public Health and co-author of 
the university’s study on glyphosate and 
non-Hodgkin lymphoma.

“Our understanding of the health effects 
of glyphosate will continue to evolve as the 
science advances,” said Shaffer, who blogs 
on her findings. “Individuals who are par-
ticularly concerned in the interim may want 
to take steps to reduce use in their home 
gardens.”

Q: If I use glyphosate products, what 
precautions should I take?

Carefully follow label instructions and 
warnings. Wear gloves and don’t let the 
chemical come in contact with your skin, 
clothing or eyes. Use it only on calm, rain-
free days to prevent drift. Do not let it run 
off into waterways or gutters. Pets and peo-
ple should wait until treated areas are dry 
before entering them.

———
Kaiser Health News (KHN) is a national 

health policy news service. It is an edito-
rially independent program of the Henry 
J. Kaiser Family Foundation, which is not 
affiliated with Kaiser Permanente.

© 2014 Henry J. Kaiser Family Founda-
tion. All rights reserved.
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T
he calendar suggests that plenty of 
time remains in this year’s legisla-
tive session, which is scheduled to 

run until the end of June, although lawmak-
ers generally prefer to be out of Salem a few 
days early, if at all possible.

But we’re getting to that point in the ses-
sion at which bills that fail to clear early 
hurdles will be considered dead — at least, 
as dead as you can get in an Oregon legis-
lative session, which, like a zombie movie, 
is notorious for reanimating the corpses of 
bills left for dead weeks before. (And this 
says nothing about the aptly named “gut-
and-stuff” legislative maneuver, in which 
the text of a bill is removed and replaced 
with something that supposedly has a con-
nection, however tenuous, to the earlier 
bill.)

In any event, we’ve reached the point 
at which bills are beginning to fall by the 
wayside: In theory at least, bills that had 

not been scheduled for a work session in 
its chamber of origination by the end of the 
day last Friday likely are dead. Lawmak-
ers are facing an April 9 deadline to move 
other measures out of those committees. It 
could be adios for bills that still linger in 
committee after that deadline.

Among the bills that have run out of gas 
along the way is one sponsored by Senate 
President Peter Courtney: His Senate Bill 7 
would have lowered the blood alcohol con-
tent threshold for a drunken-driving con-
viction from .08 percent to .05. In a way, 
the bill was a sequel to an earlier Courtney 
effort: As a freshman legislator in 1983, 
he led the fight to lower the threshold from 
0.10 to its current level.

As we noted in an earlier editorial, 
the proposal to move to an .05 threshold 
seems premature, especially since Utah just 
recently moved to the lower level; it would 
make sense to hold off and see what impact 
the rule change has there. Sen. Floyd 
Prozanski, the Eugene Democrat who heads 

the Senate Judiciary Committee, apparently 
agreed and told Courtney he wanted more 
work done on the idea outside the session.

Courtney said the bill was a big issue for 
him this session — but, as Senate president, 
he consistently has put a priority on keep-
ing the Legislature focused on finishing on 
time. So he’s letting the bill die, for this ses-
sion at least.

All of which serves as an important 
reminder about one important function of 
the Legislature — or, for that matter, any 
legislative body:

Sure, it’s important that legislators pass 
measures to help address important issues.

But it’s also important — maybe even 
more important — for legislatures to kill 
bills.

The entire legislative process is designed 
as a brutal gantlet to mercilessly expose 
weaknesses in proposed bills — and that’s 
the way it should be. This is why the legis-
lative process offers so many spots at which 
a bill can die — and why it’s so hard for 

legislation to make its way to the gover-
nor’s desk (which is, naturally, another spot 
where a bill can be killed).

There’s another important reason why 
it’s so important for legislative bodies to be 
brutal in the early going: It allows legisla-
tors to focus their attention on the big-deal 
issues that still remain on the docket. This 
year’s session (somewhat surprisingly, con-
sidering the speed at which it occurred) 
already has pushed through a pair of big-
ticket items, statewide rent control and part 
of the funding for the Oregon Health Plan.

But plenty of work remains on a number 
of other important (and contentious) items, 
such as the state’s budget, possible new 
taxes on businesses, a proposal for a carbon 
cap-and-trade system, gun control and zon-
ing changes intended to help create more 
affordable housing. That’s a full dance card 
in and of itself; as we move into the sec-
ond half of the session, legislators will do 
well to eliminate as many distractions as 
possible.

Legislators too apt to let bills die

L
ONDON — Politico reported the 
other day that the French European 
affairs minister, Nathalie Loiseau, 

had named her cat “Brexit.” Loiseau told 
the Journal du Dimanche that she chose 
the name because “he wakes me up every 
morning meowing to death because he 
wants to go out, and then when I open the 
door he stays in the middle, undecided, 
and then gives me evil looks when I put 
him out.”

If you can’t take a joke you shouldn’t 
come to London right now, because there 
is political farce everywhere. In truth, 
though, it’s not very funny. It’s actually 

tragic. What we’re see-
ing is a country that’s 
determined to com-
mit economic suicide 
but can’t even agree on 
how to kill itself. It is 
an epic failure of politi-
cal leadership.

I say bring back the 
monarchy. Where have 
you gone, Queen Eliz-
abeth II, a nation turns 

its lonely eyes to you.
Seriously, the United Kingdom, the 

world’s fifth-largest economy — a coun-

try whose elites created modern parlia-
mentary democracy, modern banking and 
finance, the Industrial Revolution and the 
whole concept of globalization — seems 
dead-set on quitting the European Union, 
the world’s largest market for the free 
movement of goods, capital, services and 
labor, without a well-conceived plan, or 
maybe without any plan at all.

Both Conservative and Labour mem-
bers of Parliament keep voting down one 
plan after another, looking for the per-
fect fix, the pain-free exit from the EU. 
But there is none, because you can’t fix 
stupid.

The entire Brexit choice was presented 
to the public in 2016 with utterly mislead-
ing simplicity. It was sold with a pack 
of lies about both the size of the benefits 
and the ease of implementation, and it 
continues to be pushed by Conservative 
hard-liners who used to care about busi-
ness but are now obsessed with restor-
ing Britain’s “sovereignty” over any eco-
nomic considerations.

———
Thomas Friedman, a New York Times 

columnist, was awarded two Pulitzer 
Prizes for international reporting in Bei-
rut and Israel and one for commentary.

The United Kingdom has gone mad
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